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Substance Use and Misuse Among
LGBTQI+ Adolescents

Abstract

Researchers: Katherine Buzzell and Delaney Dow (MSW Candidates), under the guidance of Adam Quinn,
PhD, Faculty Member

• Prior research suggests that LGBTQI+ adolescents use substances
earlier and at higher rates than their heterosexual, cisgender peers.
• Existing data was extracted from the Maine Integrated Youth Health
Survey. In particular, the authors focused on survey data from Maine
high schools, consisting of adolescents in grades 9 through 12.
• Through the analysis of this survey data, the authors expect to
confirm that substance use and misuse occur at higher rates among
LGBTQI+ adolescents.

Research Question

Results
•

To what degree, if any, does substance use and misuse
affect LGBTQI+ adolescents?

Introduction/Background

• This is an exploratory study that seeks to examine substance use and
misuse in the LGBTQI+ adolescent population to determine to what
degree, if any, substance use and misuse affect this population.
• Prior literature suggests that factors such as bullying, peer
victimization, harassment, stigma, alienation, anxiety surrounding
coming out, and minority stress can influence the likelihood that
LGBTQI+ adolescents will start using substances at higher rates than
their heterosexual, cisgender peers.
• If the hypothesis is supported by the research, this study will have
some implications for social work practice, for example, social
workers will be able to understand why their LGBTQI+ adolescent
clients are using substances and what factors influence this substance
use more clearly, which may, in turn, allow social workers to
determine what may help their clients more effectively and
efficiently.
• Additionally, this study has the potential to provide information to
social workers, practitioners, and school administrators alike that
may demonstrate the need for additional supports to be provided to
LGBTQI+ adolescents.

•

•
Figure 1. Percentage of students who used tobacco/nicotine, alcohol, or
misused prescription drugs in the past 30 days categorized by sexuality and gender
expression

•

Discussion/Conclusions

• The findings of this study are supported by prior research and confirm the
hypotheses that 1) Substance use and prescription drug misuse occur at
higher rates among LGBTQ adolescents, 2) LGBTQ adolescents begin using
substances earlier than their cisgender, heterosexual peers and 3) Certain
psychosocial risk factors affect this rate.
• It is thought that substance use is used as a means of coping with the
daily, pervasive discrimination and bullying that LGBTQ youth experience.
Research has shown that LGBTQ adolescents experience discrimination
and bullying at higher rates than their cisgender, heterosexual peers.
• Examination of psychosocial risk factors that may lead to substance use
and earlier age of use, e.g., ACEs, bullying, and lower rates of school
belonging, were found in this study and in prior research to be higher
amongst LGBTQ high school adolescents in relation to their heterosexual,
cisgender peers.

Methods
•

•
•

Examined existing data from the Maine Integrated Youth
Health Survey (MIYHS) conducted by the Maine Department
of Health and Human Services and the Maine Department of
Education. The survey consists of questions about topics such
as drug use, sexual health, bullying, mental health, and
grades.
The data set was used to examine and compare substance
use between heterosexual, cisgender high school students
and LGBTQI+ high school students in Maine.
For the purposes of this study, the large amount of data from
the survey was narrowed down to consist of data only from
the Cumberland Public Health District. The data set was also
filtered by type of drug and type of question asked.

•

LGB and transgender students used substances more often in the past 30 days
than their heterosexual and non transgender peers
• In the past 30 days, 4.9% of heterosexual students used
nicotine/tobacco, 24% used alcohol, and 4.6% misused prescription
drugs. (Figure 1)
• In the past 30 days, 22% of LGB students used nicotine/tobacco,
53.7% used alcohol, and 15.8% misused prescription drugs. (Figure
1)
• In the past 30 days, 22.8% of transgender students used
nicotine/tobacco, 31% used alcohol, and 14% misused prescription
drugs. (Figure 1)
• In the past 30 days, 4.8% of non transgender students used
nicotine/tobacco, 23.9% used alcohol, and 4.5% misused
prescription drugs. (Figure 1)
LGB and transgender students used substances earlier than their heterosexual
and non transgender peers
• 32.7% of heterosexual students used nicotine/tobacco and 19.4%
used alcohol before the age of 13.
• 52% of LGB students used nicotine/tobacco and 47.3% used alcohol
before the age of 13.
• 54.8% of transgender students used nicotine/tobacco and 44.3%
used alcohol before the age of 13.
• 27.8% of non transgender students used nicotine/tobacco and
19.2% used alcohol before the age of 13. (Figure 2)
LGBT students were more likely than cisgender and heterosexual students to
have ever been bullied on school property during the past 12 months.
Transgender students were less likely than cisgender students to agree that
adults in their school address conflict, negative language, and bullying in positive
ways to help students.
LGBT students experienced higher rates of ACEs
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